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REMOTE UNDERWATER SENSING STATION 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to an underwater sensor 
module that senses selected parameters of Water. The sensor 
module is supported by an anchored buoy having a solar 
poWer source, a transmitter and receiver for receiving and 
sending data and having controls for the sensor module. 

In the prior art, various oceanographic instrument pack 
ages have been developed for determining information about 
Water quality. US. Pat. No. 5,283,767 shoWs a free drifting 
instrument package that Will collect environmental data over 
a range of depths. Alocating system is used for determining 
the position of the apparatus When it is transmitting data. 

Various types of underWater buoys are used for determin 
ing Water parameter as Well as the depth of ?otation of the 
buoy beloW the surface, such as shoWn in US. Pat. No. 
5,224,074. This type of buoy gives a series of sequential 
vertical arrays of information. 

The buoy supported surveillance apparatus that is pro 
vided in US. Pat. No. 5,449,307 also is capable of being 
moved vertically, but in this case equipment above the Water 
surface is raised and loWered, as Well as submerged. In 
patent ’307 a stabiliZing chamber is equipped With pumps 
for intake and discharged Water for alloWing the adjustment 
of the buoyancy of each satellite station. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to a sensing station includ 
ing a support buoy for housing solar cells and Which 
provides support for and guidance of a sensor module that 
has a housing supported beloW the surface of Water. The 
sensor module can be adjusted as to depth through the use 
of a pump for injecting Water into a sealed air ?lled chamber 
of a buoyant depth control housing or pumping Water out of 
the depth control housing, depending on the depth desired 
for sensing parameters of the Water. 

The support buoy is shaped, in the preferred embodiment, 
as a ?oating housing or pod having a center housing forming 
a chamber, With radially extending arms also forming cham 
bers. The arms shoWn provide for stability, and each arm 
supports an individual solar panel or solar cell array, and 
provides interior space for batteries used as poWer storage 
sources for the instruments. Adata handling circuit and other 
communications and control equipment is supported in the 
center housing of the buoy or pod. The data handling 
circuitry receives signals from sensors that are supported 
beloW the Water surface. The data processing circuitry Will 
process the data and transmit the signals or data to a remote 
station in real time, or an on-board memory can store the 
information for later transmission. On-board memory also 
can be read by an operator Who visits the support buoy at 
intervals. 

The sensor module is free to descend in or strong current 
situations may be guided vertically as it moves to different 
depths through the use of a vertically eXtending, Weighted 
cable. The depth of the sensors can be precisely determined 
even in the Wake of storms. By having the support buoy or 
pod anchored securely, the sensors Will remain in a knoWn 
position and reliably transmit data from the sensors back to 
the station. 

The sensors are used for measuring any desired Water 
environmental quality factors, such as pH, conductivity, 
dissolved oXygen, temperature, turbidity, redoX potential 
and the like at selected depths, Which information is pro 
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2 
vided by depth sensors. Additionally, sensors for sensing the 
content of phosphorous, total nitrogen, fecal coliform and 
chlorophyll can be incorporated into the sensor module. 

The sensors are selected to have loW poWer requirements, 
and are commercially available. Various sensors can be 
selected for use, as desired. 

The solar cells utiliZed for poWer sources are also avail 
able commercially, and are selected to provide an adequate 
output to keep the storage batteries charged. The batteries 
preferably Will have a full charge life of at least tWo Weeks 
to accommodate cloudy periods When the solar cells are not 
fully functional. 
The support buoy can be maintained in or on the top of an 

ice pack if the body of Water freeZes over. The sensors Will 
all be in Water beloW the ice, including the pump for 
pumping Water into and out of the depth control chamber for 
the sensor module. A micro computer is used, and is con 
trolled by suitable softWare, to not only periodically sample 
and analyZe the output of the sensors, and either store or 
transmit the data. The data is graphically displayed at the 
base station. 

The depth control pump is run in short bursts to add Water 
to the sealed depth control chamber of the sensor module to 
achieve the desired depth, Which is again sensed With a 
sensor. The sensor module thus is raised and loWered in short 
intervals. The pump is controlled to operate to inject Water 
into the depth control housing chamber, and can be reversed 
to pump Water out of the depth control housing chamber 
back into the body of Water When the sensor package is to 
be raised. The air in the sealed depth control housing 
chamber Will be compressed as the Water is pumped into it. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic representation of a typical body of 
Water having a remote underWater sensing system including 
a support buoy made according to the present invention 
installed therein; 

FIG. 2 is a schematic perspective vieW of a typical buoy 
used With the present invention; 

FIG. 3 is a part schematic sectional vieW of the buoy of 
FIG. 2 taken through one of the radially extending arms of 
the buoy; 

FIG. 4 is an enlarged side elevational vieW of a typical 
arrangement for a depth control chamber and sensor module 
used With the present invention; and 

FIG. 5 is a block diagram representation of controls and 
instrumentation used With the present invention; and 

FIG. 6 is a How chart of a typical program carried out by 
the computer and controls. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Referring to the schematic diagram of FIG. 1, a body of 
Water indicated at 10 has a bottom 12, and a shoreline 14 that 
is shoWn as an irregular pro?le. The remote underWater 
sensing system indicated generally at 16 includes a support 
buoy or pod 18 Which, as shoWn in FIG. 2, is a generally 
three-pointed star shaped body 20 that has ?rst, second and 
third arms 21, 22 and 23 that eXtend radially from a central 
housing portion 24 that forms an interior compartment 26 as 
shoWn in FIG. 3. 

One of the radial arms 21 is illustrated in FIG. 3 in cross 
section. Each arm is holloW to form an interior chamber 28 
that is sealed from the environment and provides ?otation. 
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A ?tting 30 is provided on a bottom Wall 31 for carrying 
necessary electrical cables and the like indicated at 32 to a 
sensor module 34. The sensor module 34 is controlled or 
regulated as to depth With a depth control housing or module 
36. 

The sensor module 34 is connected to the depth control 
housing 36 through suitable connections as Will be shoWn, 
and is optionally guided by a vertical guide cable 38 that is 
anchored With a Weight 40. The cable 38 eXtends from the 
bottom of the buoy 18. The sensor module Will move up and 
doWn along the cable 38 as controlled by the depth control 
housing 36. The length of the cable 38 can be adjusted When 
the station 16 is installed. 

In the form of the invention shoWn, there are three anchor 
lines 44, that are used. A separate anchor line 44 eXtends 
from the outer end of each of the radial arms of the support 
buoy or pod 18. An anchor Weight assembly 46 for each 
anchor line is schematically shoWn. Each anchor Weight 
assembly 46 includes a main anchor Weight 48, and a lighter 
Weight 49 connected With a cable, line or other ?exible 
member 50. The anchor lines 44 are connected to the 
respective Weight assembly 46 betWeen the Weights 48 and 
49. This arrangement Will permit the buoy 18 to move 
slightly laterally by lifting the Weight 49 of each of the sets, 
depending on the loads on the buoy or pod due to Wave 
action, Wind and the like. 

The center housing portion 24 of the buoy or pod carries 
a suitable antenna 52 connected to transmitter and receiver 
equipment, and as shoWn, the arms or sections 21, 22 and 23 
have solar cells 53, 54 and 55 thereon. The solar cells face 
upWardly toWard the sun. The solar cells 53, 54 and 55 are 
commercially available solar cells and are designed to 
provide an adequate amount of energy When eXposed to 
sunlight to maintain the charge in suitable batteries. As 
shoWn in FIG. 3, the arm or section 21 has a battery 58 
mounted in the interior chamber of the arm. Each of the 
other arms also have a battery 58 that is charged by the 
respective solar cell. Placing the batteries into the individual 
arms provides for better distribution of Weight for stability, 
and also separates the batteries so that if a particular portion 
of the buoy Was ?ooded, the other batteries Would not be 
affected. 

The chamber 26 in the center housing is used for mount 
ing a control circuitry package indicated at 60, Which, as 
shoWn includes a computer or processor 62, suitable relays 
and controls 64 for a pump that Will be used and a remote 
communications instrument 66 Which in the form shoWn can 
be a cellular telephone With a preset number for transmitting 
and for receiving information through the antenna 52. The 
buoy chamber 26 is sealed (Water tight), but can have an 
access panel indicated at 68 in the center portions for 
accessing the instrument package 60 as desired. 

The buoy 18 can be suitably siZed for maintaining the 
necessary sensor instruments a?oat, and for provide support 
and stability for control of the vertical guide cable or line 38. 

Referring to FIG. 4, the depth control housing 36 is 
illustrated, along With the cable 38 and the sensor module 
34. The depth control housing 36 forms a sealed chamber 70, 
that is normally ?lled With air but Which can be charged With 
Water from the body of Water or lake 10 to adjust the 
buoyancy and thus the depth of the depth control housing 36. 
The depth control housing 36 has an eye bolt 72 on the 
bottom Wall thereof, Which is used With a suitable snap 74 
and a hanger 75 for supporting the sensor package 34 from 
the depth control housing 36. The snap 74 can be a sWivel 
snap, if desired. The sensor module has a housing 76 which 
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4 
is cylindrical for convenience, and the upper Wall has a pair 
of loops or handle members 78 on Which a hanger 75 is 
attached. A sWivel snap 80 is also fastened onto one of the 
handles 78. The snap 80 supports a ring 82. The ring 82 is 
of siZe to receive the cable or line 38 and easily slide up and 
doWn the cable 38 as the buoyancy in the depth control 
housing 36 changes. 

In order to change the buoyancy of the depth control 
housing 36, a pump 84, Which is schematically shoWn is 
mounted on and carried With the depth control housing 36. 
The depth control housing 36 has a port 86 through the 
bottom Wall, Which is sealingly connected to a port of the 
pump 84 to permit introduction of Water into the interior 
chamber 70. The pump 84 has a second port 87. Port 87 is 
in the Water since the depth control housing 36 is submerged 
in use. The pump 86 has a reversible motor and When pump 
86 is energiZed in a ?rst direction it Will pump Water from 
the body of Water 10 and into the chamber 70. The air in 
chamber 70 Will compress as Water is pumped in. When 
pump 84 is reversed it Will draW Water from the chamber 70, 
for eXample Water beloW the Water level indicated at 70A by 
dotted lines, and discharge the Water into the body of Water 
10 through the pump port 87. 
The pump 84 is controlled through a timed relay 90 from 

the control circuitry 60 and the relay 64. The timed relay 90 
is such that the pump 84 Will be energiZed only in short 
bursts in response to a signal from the sensor and control 
computer or circuit that the depth control housing 36 should 
change in depth. A signal provided along a line 92 in FIG. 
4 from a depth control sensor 94 shoWn in FIG. 4 indicates 
the actual depth of the depth control housing. 
When the signal indicating the depth from sensor 94 is 

other than that Which is programmed at an input line 96, 
(Which carries a set point signal) the timed relay 90 Will 
provide a short burst to the pump 84 and it Will either cause 
addition of or removal of Water from the interior chamber 
70. 
A change in the level of the Water indicated at 70A inside 

the chamber 70 Will cause the ring 82 and the sensor module 
34 to slide up or doWn the cable 38 to the desired level until 
the signal from the depth sensor Will correspond to the set 
point input signal on line 96. The input signal on line 96 can 
be preprogrammed using the computer memory, or can be 
received by the telephone for changing the depth and then 
processed through the computer 62 and the control circuitry 
60. 
The sensor module 34 and its housing 76 are shoWn only 

schematically. In addition to the depth sensor 94, additional 
sensors also shoWn schematically on the sensor module 34 
are placed into service. Suitable conditioning circuitry used 
With various sensors can be mounted in the housing 76, so 
that the signals received from the sensors Will be ampli?ed. 
PoWer can be carried to the sensors and signals returned 
through a cable 98 leading to the control circuitry and 
connected to leads 32. The cable 98 can either be supported 
along the cable 38 (as long as the ring 82 does not interfere) 
or it can be a free line that merely eXtends from the buoy 18 
through a desired type of a retracting reel or it can be free 
?oating. The cable 98 comprises leads from the control 
circuit to the sensors in the sensor housing 76. 
The lines and cables used can be held together With 

aluminum rings or plastic ties so that they do not tend to 
foul, and if desired suitable ?oats of loW buoyancy can be 
provided to ?oat the poWer and signal cables from the sensor 
module. 

In the form shoWn, in addition to the depth sensor 94, a 
pH sensor 100 is provided. The pH sensor 100 is used for 
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sensing the pH of the Water, Which is an environmental 
parameter that is desired. A turbidity sensor 102 can also be 
provided to indicate the turbidity of the Water and provide a 
signal to the computer 62 that is part of the control circuitry 
60. 

The turbidity sensor 102 also is a standard sensor avail 
able commercially for determining the turbidity of the Water. 

Another parameter or condition of interest is the dissolved 
oXygen in the Water. A suitable dissolved oXygen sensor 104 
can be mounted on the housing 76, and it Will provide a 
signal indicating the dissolved oXygen back to the control 
circuitry 60 for processing and recording in memory or 
transmitting by telephone or transmitter 66. 
A temperature sensor 106 is provided in a suitable loca 

tion on the housing 76. The temperature sensor can be a 
thermister mounted as a thin ?lm device on the eXterior of 
the housing 76 With sealed connections going to the interior. 
The temperature sensor can also be a sensor on the interior 
surface of the Wall of the housing 76. Since the Wall of the 
housing 76 may be made of aluminum there is good thermal 
conductivity from the Water in the body of Water 10 to the 
sensor. 

FIG. 5 indicates other sensors 108 can be used for sensing 
things such as fecal coliform, chlorophyll, or other param 
eters that can be measured With loW poWer requirement 
sensors for sending signals to the computer 62. 

The pump 84 is shoWn schematically in FIG. 5 connected 
to the control circuitry 60. The transmitter antenna 52 also 
is used for transmitting information to a remote station, 
Which is indicated schematically at 19 in FIG. 1, or to 
receive commands from the remote station. The data from 
the sensors is generally transmitted to the remote station 19 
for analyZing and interpretation, but it can be stored in the 
on-board computer memory and then retrieved at a time 
When the access panel 68 is removed. At that time a separate 
data port can be connected to remotely poWered units for 
retrieving the data, or the data can be removed on disk also. 

The sensor module housing 76 is also called a “sond”, and 
a suitable unit made by Hydrolab, Inc. located in Austin, 
TeX. can be utiliZed. The sensor module can be deployed to 
depths of up to 200 meters, but in the present invention, 
depths in the range of 100 ft. have been found adequate for 
fresh Water bodies. 

The sensors utiliZed are selected to be suitable for the 
body of Water. The sensors are off the shelf technology and 
presently they provide adequate accuracy. 

The control circuitry 60 Will receive and carry out instruc 
tions (sample schedules) from the remote station 19, and Will 
conduct all communications both external and internal to the 
base station and to the submerged sensor module 34. The 
controls also control the depth control housing 36 by oper 
ating the pump 84. 

In FIG. 6, a How chart is shoWn in schematic form for a 
typical initiation of a program utiliZing suitable circuitry. 
The sampling schedule is generally stored in a computer 
memory, as to the individual steps that should be performed 
in a normal manner. Typically, a phone incoming call 
represented by the boX 120 Will be received by the computer 
and acknowledged by an ansWer sequence. The computer 
receives incoming data as represented by the boX 122 that is 
transmitted over the telephone and can be a complete 
schedule of controls; a signal to start an already stored 
sample schedule, or can include modi?cations to the stored 
sample schedule. The sample schedule is generally prepro 
grammed into the computer, but With a programmable 
memory it can be changed. OtherWise the program can be in 
a read only memory. 
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6 
Once the start signal for carrying out the sample schedule 

is received, as represented by the boX 124, the sensor module 
is moved to its desired depth as shoWn in the boX 126 by 
running the pump appropriately. The sequence of collecting 
test data on the individual sensors is started as indicated by 
boX 128. This sequence can be to commence taking indi 
vidual signals from the various sensors, such as temperature, 
actual depth and the like. Temperature can be taken before 
each reading of other parameters if desired. The information 
or data is received by memory and can be analyZed on board 
in a preselected program, as represented by step 130. The 
information can be stored in a data ?le at 132. The storing 
can be after the phone has hung up, or if the phone is kept 
active, the information can be transmitted directly from the 
analyZation sequence. In addition, the raW data can be 
transmitted back to the base station if desired. The memory 
used for storing in step 132 as illustrated in FIG. 6 Will 
respond to an incoming phone call for transmission of the 
data after a preselected time, if desired. Once the phone is 
ansWered, the stored data Will be transmitted. This is rep 
resented by the step 134. 
The typical sequence of operations shoWn in FIG. 6 can 

be modi?ed as desired to suit the eXisting environmental 
conditions. 
The batteries utiliZed are preferably in the range of a 12 

volts, With a long life, and capable of providing a continuous 
poWer supply for the needed interval. 

The solar panels shoWn at 53, 54 and 55 lie ?at on the top 
of the arms of the buoy 18, and because each of these arms 
holds one or more of the batteries, the central area in the 
chamber 26 is left open so there is more room for controls 
consisting of the telephone and computer. There can be a 
central processing unit used as part of the computer 62, as 
Well as microcomputer memory boards for the various 
functions. 
The remote underWater sampling station of the present 

invention is easily installed, and is relatively loW cost. It can 
be left in place during freeZing Weather and even if froZen 
into an ice layer the system Will continue to operate as long 
as there is adequate solar poWer for the solar cells to charge 
the batteries. The cells should not be covered With snoW or 
ice. The depth control housing can be made to adjust in 
depth from just beloW the surface to a hundred feet or more 
by adequate sensing and control of pump 84. The siZe of the 
chamber in depth control housing 36 is such that it Will 
support the sensor package 34 and permit adequate and 
accurate support at a desired depth. 
The depth control housing could be doughnut shaped, or 

in other Words a ring With an open center. The pump 84 
could be mounted inside the ring. Also, if desired, a ring type 
depth control housing could surround the cable 38 for 
guidance. 
TWo pumps may be used to control buoyancy, one to 

pump Water into chamber 70, and one to pump Water out, if 
desired. 

Although the present invention has been described With 
reference to preferred embodiments, Workers skilled in the 
art Will recogniZe that changes may be made in form and 
detail Without departing from the spirit and scope of the 
invention. 
What is claimed is: 
1. An underWater sensing system comprising a ?oatable 

buoy; 
a control circuit mounted in an interior chamber of said 
buoy and having leads extending therefrom; 

a sensor assembly comprising at least one Water quality 
sensor connected to said leads; 
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a depth control housing having an interior chamber for 
supporting the sensor assembly, said controls including 
a operating control for adjusting the buoyancy of the 
depth control housing to maintain the depth for posi 
tioning the Water quality sensor at a desired depth. 

2. The system of claim 1, Wherein the depth control 
housing has an interior sealed chamber and at least one 
purnp connected betWeen said interior chamber and a body 
of Water in Which the depth control housing is placed, the 
pump providing liquid to the interior chamber in response to 
control signals to adjust the buoyancy of the depth control 
housing. 

3. The system of claim 1, Wherein said buoy has a line 
extending substantially vertically to a bottom of a body of 
Water in Which the buoy is ?oated, said line comprising a 
guideline for the sensor assernbly, said sensor assernbly 
sliding along said guideline as the sensor assembly is 
changed in depth. 

4. The system of claim 1, Wherein said buoy comprises a 
central hub and at least three radially extending arrns sup 
ported on the central hub, said arms having interior sealed 
chambers to provide buoyancy for the buoy, and each of said 
arms supporting a solar cell on an upper surface thereof. 

5. The system of claim 4, Wherein said arms are generally 
planar along an upper surface thereof and said solar cells are 
substantially planar. 

6. The system of claim 4, Wherein said buoy has su?icient 
void volume to ?oat above the surface of a body of Water in 
Which the sensor assembly is placed. 

7. The system of claim 4, including an anchor arrange 
rnent for said buoy, comprising an anchor line attached to 
each of said arms at outer ends thereof, and a pair of anchor 
Weights for each anchor line, one of the Weights of each pair 
being substantially larger than the other, each pair of said 
anchor Weights being joined by a second line, and the anchor 
lines being connected to the second line joining its associ 
ated pair of anchor Weights. 

8. The system of claim 1, Wherein said control circuit 
includes a circuit portion for receiving signals from an 
on-board cornputer forming a part of said control circuit, 
said circuit portion being operable to transmit signals from 
sensors in the sensor assembly at desired times. 

9. The system of claim 1, Wherein the sensor assembly 
includes a depth sensor, the control circuit adjusting the 
buoyancy of the depth control housing in response to signals 
from the depth sensor. 
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10. A?oating sensing system for providing signals retain 

ing to Water quality from subrnerged sensors comprising: 
a buoy comprising a central housing having a plurality of 

generally radially extending arrns each arm having an 
interior chamber, a control circuit mounted on the 
interior of said buoy in the central housing; 

at least one Water quality sensor; 

a depth control housing having an interior chamber and 
supporting the at least one sensor; and 

each of the arms having an energy storage unit therein 
coupled to the control circuit and a solar cell supported 
thereon for providing energy to the energy storage unit 
in the same arm. 

11. The sensing system of claim 10, Wherein the depth 
control housing has at least one purnp connected to selec 
tively provide and remove liquid to and from the interior 
chamber in response to control signals to adjust the buoy 
ancy of the depth control housing. 

12. The sensing system of claim 10, Wherein there are at 
least three radially extending arms. 

13. An apparatus including a ?oating buoy: 
a control circuit mounted on an interior chamber of said 

buoy; 
a sensor support housing including at least one Water 

quality sensor coupled to the control circuit; 
a depth control housing having an interior chamber for 

supporting the sensor support housing including a 
sensor for sensing the depth of the sensor support 
housing, said controls including an operating control 
for adjusting the buoyancy of the depth control hous 
ing; and 

a guide line extending substantially vertically beloW the 
buoy for slidably guiding said sensor support housing 
as the sensor support housing is changed in depth. 

14. The apparatus of claim 13, Wherein said buoy corn 
prises a central housing and at least three radially extending 
arrns supported on the central housing, said arms having 
interior chambers to provide buoyancy for the buoy, and 
each of said arms supporting a solar cell on an upper surface 
thereof and having a separate battery in each arm coupled to 
be recharged by energy from the respective solar cell. 

* * * * * 


